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On the Aesthetic Quality of Social Spaces (2):
The Playful Motion in Schiller’s Social Aesthetics
ABSTRACT
This essay reflects on the aesthetic quality of social spaces through the examina-
tion of the concept of play (Spiel) and its importance in Friedlich Schiller’s social aes-
thetics. As Johan Huizinga asserts in Homo Ludens, play has long been associated with
the aesthetic. Playful activities in social life generate social spaces with aesthetic at-
mosphere of grace, vivacity, humor or beauty. As is suggested by Kiyokazu
Nishimura’s phenomenological analysis, playful activities accompany certain aesthetic
quality because of their fundamental (physical) motion of ‘free going-and-returning
without purpose’ (the fluttering of the banner in the wind, for example).
Friedlich Schiller is a pioneer in social theory who focused on the importance of
play as ‘a free going-and-returning motion without purpose’ in social life. Schiller dis-
cussed the beauty of a curved line and a vessel in terms of the imagery of play, and
extended the discussion to the aesthetics of folk-dancing as an example of playful so-
cial order. His well-known idea of ‘play drive’ is pivotal in his theory of the ‘aesthetic
state’ in which the sensual desire and the moralistic reason are thrown into free play
and are mutually neutralized into harmony. Schiller’s social aesthetics offers us an im-
portant theoretical insight which links our everyday appreciation of playful activities to
the utopian vision of aesthetic social order.
Key Words: play, aesthetic quality of social space, Homo Ludens, Friedrich Schiller
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